Children's authors have not traditionally developed characters with disabilities to include a multiplicity of traits, crafting instead static, uni-dimensional portrayals. While books with depictions of characters with identified exceptionalities have appeared on bookstore shelves and awards' lists, these characters have generally been relegated to subsidiary positions, assisting other main characters in their growth and development without demonstrating parallel learning. Two Canadian authors discuss their conceptualization of characters with special needs, exploring personal narratives which have informed their work and concluding that children require book collections which explore multi-levelled characters, encouraging readers to discover real life heroes within and among themselves.
books as windows and mirrors, encouraging a reading journey that explores self and other through a text's characters. I confided to Jean that when I was in the middle of writing Wild Orchid, I began to worry that I might not be "getting the autism right." What if my colleagues in the field of special education thought I really didn't know much about kids with special needs? Even more important, would young readers with Asperger's Syndrome find my portrayal accurate and respectful? Working on a character who had traits rarely seen in fiction opened me to the possibility of criticism, something I had not been much concerned with in my previous writing.
Following an early draft of the Taylor character, I embarked upon extensive research, attending a workshop provided by Dr. Tony Atwood, an internationally respected expert on Asperger's syndrome, and reading books and articles on the topic. I asked Jean if she herself had had similar worries within the context of her own work.
"When I was actually writing," she said, "this wish of mine (to show how characters with disabilities were like other kids) dropped away and I lived inside the story myself without thinking about readers at all. Did I ever feel nervous about writing about a specific handicap?
Since I mostly wrote about disabilities with which I was well acquainted, this did not trouble me.
I worried about Twig in Willow and Twig because there is considerable controversy about how deaf children should be raised and educated. I interviewed people, visited a couple of schools, read Oliver Sacks... But once I got started, Twig just arrived, fully himself. I did not, however, make him profoundly deaf and so avoided the question of whether he should learn to sign rather than lip read." I mentioned to Jean a scene in Willow and Twig where crotchety old Aunt Con has fallen down the stairs and the children try their best to take care of her until the ambulance comes.
Twig, with all his energy, comes barrelling in, sees his aunt on the ground, then carefully gets down beside her and feeds her a seedless green grape. "Ope, ope," he ordered, pressing it against Aunt Con's lips.
When she opened her lips to speak, he popped the grape into her mouth, jumped up and ran away back to the kitchen. (Little, 2000, pp. 177-178) "Was this scene a real episode from your life, or did you make it up completely?" I asked Jean, marvelling at the way she had captured the essence of a very young child trying to help an adult in the best way he knew how.
"The scene was completely real," Jean answered. "We moved into that very house when my niece was two and on the first night, I fell down stairs, knocked myself out, and broke a small bone in my foot plus acquiring impressive bruises. Jeanie brought me water first, then a green grape, then a potato chip. Then she said she would read to me and she sat down on the floor and heartbreak of the characters, her own heartache at the loss of her twin brother is eased and she begins to see the beauty in things again.
One after another, he had read them aloud to her. And as Jenny shared the heartbreak and loneliness of Beric, Tamsyn, Drem and the rest, her own heartache was eased and she began to share in the beauty and the hope in the stories-the colors of flowers she had never seen, the spring weather, the love of animals, the inner light of kindness.
(Home from Far, p. 60). Jean Little's friendship with Rosemary Sutcliffe prompted her to confide to Sutcliffe, "Now that I've written a book about a crippled child...people keep urging me to write about a deaf kid or one with cystic fibrosis. I can't and I can't explain why not" (Little, 1990, p. 67 ).
Sutcliffe advised her to wait until a book comes asking to be written, and she has used this as her guide over the years. There perhaps needs to be enough connections to an author's lived or imagined experiences for a book idea to ripen into actual text.
"In Little By Little," I continued in our airport chat, reaching down to stroke Honey's back, "you speak frankly about your experiences being bullied as a child. Can you comment on how this may have affected your writing?" "By the time I wrote my second book, Home from Far, I wanted to show that the heroine of a story could also be a bully," Jean responded. "I knew this because I had bullied my younger sister. I find this rare and seldom is the main character both disabled and mean at times. But I think we are moving along in our approach to disability in literature." "That is an important comment," I answered. In a similarly restrictive way, writers have tended to depict only a book's antagonists as being mean or unfair to characters with disabilities.
Perhaps authors haven't felt free to develop realistic interactions because characters with special needs were created within such narrow parameters.
I thought more about restrictions placed upon particular fictional characters in relation to a conversation I had with one of my editors, who suggested that a secondary character in a particular draft of mine looked "too good to be true" in terms of his reactions to the character who had a disability. "Let's see him warts and all," said the editor, advising against treating the character with disability with "kid gloves." This was good advice.
Jean and I suddenly realized that boarding had already been concluded for her flight, and we raced to the entry point, hoping she was not too late. Maybe Honey had had a right to be nervous, after all! "I think my main message," she called as she handed the attendant her boarding pass, "is telling children, whether they are disabled or not, that they are not alone. If they tell lies or are jealous or hate people in their families every so often, or if they run away from problems...they are not alone. I believe children often suffer from feeling they are abnormal and the 'only one.' I certainly did."
This message of Jean's connects back to Galda's (1998) ideas about mirrors and windows, and the hope that readers with and without disabilities will see themselves and others in Jean's characters. It also speaks to how readers become engaged in a character's world through opportunities for empathy and entrancement that become avenues for connectedness with other people on landscapes outside the reading event. Reading thus becomes an integral part of community building, helping children respect and understand each other and themselves.
The key is to encounter, through texts, characters developed with a multiplicity of traits, who, through the richness of their storied lives, remind us that we are in good company, that we are not journeying alone. 
